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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Laughing Jack Dam impounds the flow in Powers Rivulet. Controlled releases 

flow down into the Clarence River and thence to the Tungatinah Power Station. 

 

Completed in 1957, the dam is a rockfill embankment with a sloping earth core 

as the impervious element. 

 

The unique feature of this structure is its internal spillway. Flood waters flow 

into the embankment, pass over a concrete capping on top of the clay core, flow 

down through the voids in the rockfill and emerge at the downstream toe. 

 

This innovative design was put forward by John Wilkins, Engineer for Civil 

Design in the Hydro-Electric Commission, and was developed into a safe and 

practical prototype with the aid of hydraulic model testing. 
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Commemorative Plaque Nomination Form 

 

       Date……..April 2000 

To: 

 

Commemorative Plaque Sub-Committee  From.. Tasmania Division 

The Institution of Engineers, Australia   (Nominating Body) 

Engineering House       

11 National Circuit 

BARTON ACT 2000       

          

 

 

The following work is nominated for a Historic Engineering Marker 
 

Name of work ....... LAUGHING JACK DAM 
 
Location, including address and map grid reference if a fixed work: 

On Powers Rivulet 14km west of Bronte Park on Tasmania’s central plateau. Aust 

Map 1:100 000 “Nive” sheet Grid Ref E 444700 N 533020 

 

Owner ................... The Hydro-Electric Corporation, Tasmania 

 

The owner has been advised of the nomination of the work and has indicated (attach a copy of letter if 

available) ..............  Copy attached 

 

Access to site ........ By road 

Future care and maintenance of the work: 

 Maintained by the Hydro-Electric Corporation 

 

Name of sponsor ... Engineering Heritage Committee 

For a NEL, is an information plaque required?… Not applicable 

 

      ………………………………………… 

      Chairperson of Nominating Committee 

 

     ………………………………………………… 

Chairperson of Division Heritage Committee 
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ADDITIONAL SUPPORTING INFORMATION 

Name of work .................................................... LAUGHING JACK DAM 

Year of construction or manufacture ................. Completed in 1957 

Period of operation ............................................ Continuous since 1957 

Physical condition ............................................. Very good 

ENGINEERING HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE: 

Technological/scientific value ....... Rockfill dam with a unique flow-through spillway 

Historical value ................................... Example of innovative engineering design 

Social value .......................... High interest for engineers and industrial archaeologists 

Landscape or townscape value ............ Nil 

Rarity ................................................... Spillway design unique in Australia 

Representativeness .............................. Not applicable 

Contribution to the nation or region….Economical structure for power generation 

Contribution to engineering .........................................................................................................  

 ......... Innovative application of an idea supported by detailed hydraulic model tests 

Persons associated with the work 

 ....... J K Wilkins, Engineer for Civil Design, HEC, Tasmania. 

Integrity .............................................. Original condition 

Authenticity ............................................. Complete 

Comparable works (a) in Australia ......... Possibly two or three later examples 

 (b) overseas ............ Probably less than five. 

Statement of significance, its location in the supporting doco…Next page 

Citation (70 words is optimum)….. 

HISTORIC ENGINEERING MARKER 

LAUGHING JACK DAM 

THIS CLAY CORE AND ROCKFILL DAM, COMPLETED IN 1957, HAS A SPILLWAY 
WHICH ALLOWS FLOOD WATER TO FLOW THROUGH THE ROCKFILL AND OUT 
THE DOWNSTREAM TOE OF THE EMBANKMENT.  INSIDE THE DAM THE CLAY 
CORE IS PROTECTD FROM EROSION BY A CONCRETE CAP. PROPOSED BY 
JOHN WILKINS, ENGINEER FOR CIVIL DESIGN IN THE HYDRO-ELECTRIC 
COMMISSION, THE DESIGN WAS TESTED ON MODEL EMBANKMENTS IN A 
HYDRAULICS LABORATORY. THIS DESIGN WAS THE FIRST IN AUSTRALIA. (73 
words) 

Dedicated by the Institution of Engineers, Australia 

2001 

 

Attachments to submission (if any) ................... See contents 

Proposed location of plaque (if not a site) ......... Not applicable 
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LAUGHING JACK DAM 

 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

 

Laughing Jack Dam is a rare example, on a world-wide basis, of an earth and rockfill dam in 

which flood water is designed to flow through the rockfill.  It is estimated that there are less 

than five examples in the world of permanent dams with this design. 

 

The internal spillway was adopted for Laughing Jack Dam by the Engineer for Civil Design 

in the Tasmanian Hydro-Electric Commission, Mr John Wilkins, because the site topography 

made a conventional spillway too expensive. Detailed model tests in a hydraulics laboratory 

were required to assess the flow which could pass through the rockfill voids without 

endangering the stability of the dam. 

 

Mr Wilkins’ careful investigations and commitment to the unusual spillway design has 

resulted in a dam that has performed satisfactorily for over forty years. 

 

 

NOTE 

This statement is supported by three extracts from the Nomination for Listing on the Register 

of the National Estate (pages 3, 4 and 7). 
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Laughing Jack Dam – upstream face 

 

 

 

Laughing Jack Dam – downstream face 
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